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1. Introduction 
In an era where neo-scientific methodologies dominate many areas of educational 
evaluation and research, it is perhaps unsurprising that the role and value of case 
study have come under scrutiny. In those areas of programme evaluation where 
quasi-experimental designs are most influential, there is a danger of it being 
relegated to a peripheral role (Donmoyer and Galloway, 2010; Jolley, 2014). This 
could result in case study being treated only as a means of developing initial 
hypotheses for testing or of illustrating or grounding formal findings, rather than 
contributing more substantively to our understanding of the phenomenon being 
studied.  
 
The highly-contextualised knowledge provided by evaluative case studies might at 
first appear to be limited when contrasted with the ͚general characteristics͛, linear 
logic models, and effect sizes generated by evaluations using randomized controlled 
trials (RCTs) and matched sample designs. Latterly, the utility and generalizability of 
such quasi-experimental approaches have been called into question, particularly in 
respect of their capacity to guide the development and implementation of large-
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scale professional development programmes (Desimone, 2009; Breault, 2014; Hill, 
Beisiegel, and Jacob, 2015).  It is the contention of this paper that educational 
leadership is an area in which evaluative case study still has a pivotal role to play in 
describing and conceptualising the nature of the local causality involved in leaders 
bringing about changes in organisations. 
 
As studies in education have developed to include more collective, or distributed, 
notions of leadership theories of how individual leadeƌs͛ affect change have 
increasing come to focus on the part played by organisational context. Context being 
brought out of the shadows of educational leadership research (Hallinger, 2016) has 
led to a radical questioning of the ways in which overlapping contexts and their 
effects have been conceptualised and how they interact with leaders, their 
approaches, and effects (Leithwood, Patten and Jantzi, 2010; Gronn, 2011).  
A key contextual dynamic is that been between groups of leaders in a given context, 
particularly between formal and informal leaders (Fairman & McKenzie, 2014; 
Stoelinga, 2008).  
 
This paper argues that to capture adequately the effects of the complex dynamic 
between leaders and the social contexts of the organisations they work in requires 
the use of case study designs that use an inclusive theoretical construction of 
leadership. Inclusive in the sense that it includes both a focus on how individual 
leadeƌs͛ iŶflueŶĐe otheƌs aŶd theiƌ ƌole iŶ shapiŶg the soĐial aŶd oƌgaŶisatioŶal 
contexts in which they operate. 
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Understanding the nature of the dynamics between leaders and their contexts is key 
to resolving the ͚enactment conundrum͛ (Ball, Maguire and Braun, 2012) at the 
centre of the evaluation on which this paper is based. This conundrum relates to 
how to describe the interaction between individual factors and contextual influences 
when explaining the effects of leadership development programmes on participants͛ 
subsequent performance. The theoretical response to this conundrum was two-fold. 
Firstly, both individual and collective constructions of leadership were used to 
explain how existing formal and informal leadership structures, a key contextual 
factor (Braun, Peus, Weisweiler and Frey, 2012), affected individual leaders͛ 
approaches to improving the quality of provision. Secondly, the dynamic between 
leaders and these structures was illustrated using a theoretical framework that 
encompassed the transactional/normative, systemic/regulative, and 
dispositional/socio-cognitive aspects of organizational change (Tilly, 2008).  
 
The resulting cases described not only how leaders͛ attempts at improvement were 
prefigured by existing leadership structures but also how they set out to reconfigure 
these over time. The dynamic between leaders and their contexts was described 
using three nested constructs: steps, paths and routes, in order to reflect the 
complexity involved in attempting to describe the linkages between leadership 
effects and organizational change. 
 
2. Background to the evaluation 
The paper is based on an evaluation of a national leadership development initiative 
in England: Early Years Professional Status (EYPS). The early years sector in England 
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has historically been considered as having lower status than other sectors. 
Practitioners have generally been less well-paid and less well-supported by 
leadership development structures and programmes, which have tended to focus on 
schools and school leaders (Reference deleted for peer review). EYPS was introduced 
in 2007 towards the end of a period of increased central government commitment 
to early years provision, which had led to a rapid expansion of the sector and 
associated concerns about the quality of provision and its leadership. It was 
intended to improve the quality and status of leaders in the early years sector by 
both drawing in new university graduates and providing a nationally recognised 
leadership status for graduate leaders already working in the sector (CWDC, 2008).  
The developers of EYPS drew on existing into effective educational leadership 
development programmes, both in terms of its content, specifically the focus on the 
leadership of learning, and its overall mode of delivery, which was based on 
reflective engagement in work-based interventions and inquiries. The relative 
paucity of prior research into effective leadership in the early years sector at that 
time meant that the developers had a limited specialised knowledge base to draw on. 
Two linked evaluations of EYPS were commissioned.  The first, a small-scale matched 
sample design (Mathers, Ranns, Karemaker, Moody, Sylva, Graham et al, 2011), set 
out to establish if the early phases of EYPS had a positive impact on the quality of 
provision in settings. The second, which is the focus of this paper, aimed to support 
the development of the programme by generating detailed insights into how leaders 
improved the quality of provision in different types of settings through multi-site 
case study.  
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3. Conceptualising leadership and leadership effects 
The theoretical framework for the evaluation drew on school leadership research 
and organizational theory to supplement the limited availability of studies of early 
years leadership at that time.  The development of a theoretically robust account of 
the relationship between leaders approaches, the influence of organizational 
contexts, and leadeƌs͛ effects on the quality of provision was crucial in helping the 
evaluation team grapple with a very specific ͚eŶaĐtŵeŶt ĐoŶuŶdƌuŵ͛ (Ball et al, 
2012). The key theoretical and methodological conundrum being the relative 
emphasis to be given to differences in individual leaders͛ ĐapaĐities aŶd approaches 
or variations in the contexts in which they worked when attempting to determine 
the impact of gaining EYPS on their approach to leadership.  
 
3.1 Effective leadership in the early years 
Interest in leadership in the early years sector in England and elsewhere has 
developed steadily over the last two decades due to increasing recognition of the 
effeĐt of eaƌlǇ Ǉeaƌs eduĐatioŶ oŶ ĐhildƌeŶ͛s lateƌ school performance and the 
related policy commitments to expand provision (Feinstein, 2000; DfES, 2006; 
Peisner-Feinberg & Burchinal, 1997). Historically, early years settings have been 
under-researched in comparison to schools and the extent to which findings based 
on school leaders can be applied to early years leadership is strongly disputed 
(Aubrey, 2011; Bush, 2013). 
 
However, in contrast to the relative paucity of leadership research in the early years, 
a sustained research programme had explored the link between the quality of 
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provision and longer-term outcomes for children (Mooney, 2007). Longitudinal and 
concurrent studies had shown that high quality early childhood education can 
sigŶifiĐaŶtlǇ ďeŶefit ĐhildƌeŶ͛s leaƌŶiŶg, aĐadeŵiĐ aĐhieǀeŵeŶts, self-esteem and 
attitudes towards lifelong learning (Sylva, 1994; NICHD, 2002; Burchinal, Roberts, 
Riggins, Zeisel, Neebe & Bryant 2000). Although the extent to which these early 
benefits persist through childhood has been found to vary across research projects 
(Hillman and Williams, 2015), a substantial evidence base suggests that variations in 
the quality of provision in early years settings can affect a wide range of cognitive, 
soĐial aŶd eŵotioŶal outĐoŵes iŶ ĐhildƌeŶ͛s leaƌŶiŶg aŶd deǀelopŵeŶt ;“iƌaj-
Blatchford, Sylva, Muttock, Gilden & Bell, 2002; Clifford and Bryant, 2003; Sylva, 
Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2004; Mathers and Sylva, 2007).   
 
One of the earliest accounts of effective leadership in the early years sector in 
England, the researching effective pedagogy in the early years (REPEY) study (Siraj-
Blatchford, et al 2002), was based on case studies of a number of settings in which 
high quality provision had been linked to positive outcomes for children. The main 
limitation of the REPEY study was that it was based on a series of retrospective case 
studies, which described what leaders of high quality settings were seen to do, 
rather than describing how they had improved these settings. Similarly, the initial 
eǀaluatioŶ of EYP“ oŶ leadeƌs͛ pƌaĐtiĐes aŶd the ƋualitǇ of settiŶgs͛ provision, which 
used a matched sample design, demonstrated that gaining EYPS had a statistically 
significant impact on leaders and their ability to improve the quality of provision in a 
setting when assessed against an objective set of research-based measures (Mathers 
 8 
et al, 2011).  However, it did not generate a detailed account of effective early years 
leaders brought about improvements in different types of settings.  
 
The lack of prior research in early years leadership led to the decision to utilise a 
multi-site case study methodology in order to explore how 30 leaders with EYPS in a 
range of different types of settings brought about improvements in the quality of 
theiƌ pƌoǀisioŶ. The leadeƌs ǁeƌe ĐoŶĐeptualised as ͚pƌaĐtiĐe leadeƌs1͛, usiŶg the 
intentionally broad definition of leadership taken from the EYPS Standards (CWDC, 
2010, p. ϭϳͿ ǁhiĐh foĐused oŶ ͚ŵakiŶg a positiǀe diffeƌeŶĐe to ĐhildƌeŶ͛s ǁellďeiŶg, 
leaƌŶiŶg aŶd deǀelopŵeŶt͛. The eǀideŶĐe ďase aƌouŶd sĐhool leadeƌship ǁas used to 
design how the cases would explore leadership effects over time.  
 
3.2 Individual and collective leadership and organizational contexts 
Educational leadership research has been heavily influenced by trends within 
leadership research more generally, not least of which has been the gradual shift 
from studies of individual heroic leaders to more collective, or distributed, notions of 
leadership (Bush & Glover, 2014; Gunter, 2016). Research into distributed leadership 
has highlighted how formal leaders place themselves within existing staff networks 
in order to exert influence and draw down support (Spillane, 2006; Miškolci, 2017). 
Thus, the trend in school leadership research has been to emphasise the role played 
by the intersection of formal structures and informal leadership networks (Gronn, 
2011; Stoelinga, 2008). Discussion of the benefits to leaders and the influence on 
                                                        
1 To minimise confusion, practitioners with EYPS have been described throughout 
this papeƌ as ͚pƌaĐtiĐe leadeƌs͛.   
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their leadership has increasingly been conceptualised in terms of the exchange, 
development and accumulation of different forms of capital (Spillane, Hallett and 
Diamond, 2003; Minckler, 2014).  
 
The case study design would need to encapsulate both individualistic and collective 
notions of leadership.  The actual approach adopted by practice leaders was likely to 
be affected by key contextual variations between settings, such as numbers of staff 
and the history of leadership and improvement, as well as by individual 
characteristics, such as the relative experience of individual leaders and the 
challenges they faced in bringing about change. The two key strands of leadership 
research drawn on by the evaluation team were principal effectiveness (Hallinger 
and Heck, 2011) and distributed leadership (Spillane, 2006; Harris & DeFlaminis, 
2016).  
 
In combination the two strands encompassed individualistic and collective notions of 
leadership and their different constructions of the dynamic between leaders and 
organisational contexts. As the cases developed both strands of research were  
drawn on with the relative importance of each in a specific case being based upon an 
initial analysis of the practice leaders approach. How the enactment conundrum was 
resolved varied across the cases depending upon how three key areas were 
conceptualised and analysed: 
a) The extent to which individual leaders͛ approaches and their ability to 
influence others directly were seen to be configured and affected by the 
school context (Day, Gu and Sammons, 2016).  
 10 
b) The ways in which various leadership approaches to influence staff indirectly 
were affected by contextual variables (Gurr, Drysdale and Mulford, 2010).  
c) The extent to which leadership approaches were affected by the impact of 
external socio-cultural factors on school processes and cultures (Clarke and 
O͛DoŶoghue, ϮϬϭϲͿ.  
 
School principal effectiveness research places individual senior leaders and their 
individual influence or agency at the centre of its theoretical framework. Research in 
this strand has generated numerous claims about the efficacy and relative 
importance of certain categories of leadership practices, often via calculations of 
their relative effect sizes, with regard to pupil outcomes (Hallinger, 2016; Robinson, 
2007). Early principal effectiveness research popularised the use of causal or logic 
models in which context was theorised as a ͚ŵediuŵ͛ thƌough ǁhiĐh leadeƌs͛ 
practices, and hence their influence, had to travel. The foundational studies relied on 
iterations of a basic mediated-effects model that adopted a linear view of causality 
(Muijs, 2011). In such models, leadership practices do not have a direct causal 
impact on pupil outcomes, but are mediated by a range of intervening variables, in 
which organizational context is as a key variable, as Figure 1 illustrates. 
 
Figure 1 Mediated-effects model 
 
Insert figure 1 
 
[Source removed for peer-review.] 
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Viewed as a medium, school context consists of various factors that may either 
suppoƌt oƌ hiŶdeƌ leadeƌs: ͚“oŵe of those ǀaƌiaďles moderate (enhance or mute) 
leadeƌship effeĐts, otheƌs ͞liŶk͟ oƌ mediate leadership practices to pupils and their 
learning, the dependent ǀaƌiaďles iŶ ouƌ pƌoposed studǇ͛ ;DaǇ, Sammons, Hopkins, 
Harris, Leithwood, Gu, et al, 2009, p. 19). SiŶgle path, liŶeaƌ ͚ŵediated͛ ŵodels, as 
illustrated in Figure 1, are simple system accounts whose explanatory power is based 
on causal factors operating on, but not interacting with, each other. In a linear causal 
model, organizational context is only one of a nuŵďeƌ of ͚iŶteƌǀeŶiŶg ǀaƌiaďles͛. 
There is a tendency in such models, due to a form of confirmation bias, to place 
greater focus on ͚positiǀe͛ (mediating) contextual variables, than on those 
(moderating) ŵoƌe likelǇ to haǀe a ͚Ŷegatiǀe͛ effeĐt.  
 
Recent, more developed logic models contain sequences of unilateral and 
multilateral causal chains, or paths (Leithwood et al, 2010). A feature of these later 
models is the reciprocal nature of the relationships between leaders and the 
contexts in which they operate (Heck & Hallinger, 2010a; 2010b). First put forward 
almost thirty years ago by Pitner (1988), reciprocal models have still to gain the same 
level of popularity amongst leadership and improvement researchers as mediated 
effects models. Reciprocal models require complex and expensive data collection 
frameworks operating over extended periods and are less amenable to the forms of 
statistical analysis used to validate linear models (Muijs, 2011). This has restricted 
their conceptualisation of the relationship between leaders and contexts mainly to 
forms of reactive or proactive feedback loops. Reactive loops, like earlier 
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contingency theories of leadership (Scott, 1981), are based on leaders adapting their 
approach to reflect not only the nature of the task at hand but also their 
relationships with others in their setting (Fiedler, 1964). In contrast, leaders 
operating in proactive feedback loops set out to change their contexts. For example, 
Heck and Hallinger (2010a) argue that leaders who set out to increase theiƌ sĐhools͛ 
leadership capacity will, if successful, gradually adopt more collaborative approaches 
to leadership as the number and quality of leaders increases.  
 
The second research strand drawn on, distributed leadership, developed out of 
research that drew attention to the social and organizational contexts in which 
leaders operate, particularly the effects of informal leadership structures 
(Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien, Marion, Seers, & Orton, 2006; Spillane, 2006; Spillane & Kim, 
2012). Leadership was treated as a multi-level organizational phenomenon set 
within, and emerging from, practitioners͛ interactions in overlapping networks of 
leadership relationships (Finnigan & Daly, 2012; Moolenaar, 2012; Penuel, Riel, Frank, 
& Krause, 2009). From the more social perspective of distributed theories, leadership 
is regarded as an essentially collective phenomenon, inextricably linked to 
organizational context. The relationship between leaders and context is constructed 
as a complex of interlinking networks shaped by formal and informal organizational 
and social structures:  
 
Leadership is a social influence process whereby intentional influence is 
exerted by one person (or group) over other people (or groups) to structure 
the activities and relationships in a group or organisation. (Yukl, 2002, p. 3) 
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Leadership in this strand of research is constructed as emerging from the social 
ĐoŶteǆt of aŶ oƌgaŶizatioŶ, ͚stƌetĐhed͛ aĐƌoss the iŶteƌaĐtioŶs aŶd ƌelatioŶships of its 
members (Gronn, 2002; Hiller, Day & Vance, 2006; Spillane, 2006). Leadership 
becomes a collective social enterprise, spatially dynamic in that it is not bounded by 
organizational boundaries, but located in and across internal and external networks 
of leaders operating at all levels (Balkundi and Kilduff, 2006). The extent to which 
leadership in an organisation is an individual, collective or hybrid phenomenon has 
led it to being constructed as a ͚ĐoŶstellatioŶ͛ of ageŶĐǇ-structure interactions 
(Gronn, 2009; 2011).  In such constellations, a wide cast of actors with a broad range 
of intentions exert very different types of influence through both formal and 
informal structures.  
 
From a distributed perspective, leadership is as concerned with reconfiguring the 
organizational context, and the structures that affect interactions within in it, as with 
establishing influence.  Studies in this research strand have been key in introducing 
complex systems perspectives to describe the contextually-specific nature of 
leadership, the non-linear nature of the causality that links leadeƌs͛ practices and 
impacts, and the dynamic and emergent nature of leadership (Rosen, 1991).  
 
The drawing together of the two strands of leadership research was seen as 
necessary not only to encompass the range of approaches likely to be encountered 
across 30 settings, but also to ameliorate each strands respective limitations. Studies 
of distributed leadership have focused on providing detailed accounts of the 
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dǇŶaŵiĐs of hoǁ leadeƌs͛ ageŶĐǇ aƌises fƌoŵ, aŶd ƌeĐoŶfiguƌes, sĐhool ĐoŶteǆts ;LiŶg, 
2012). By mapping the spatially and temporally dynamic nature of collective 
leadership, research in this strand has made a strong theoretical contribution to the 
study of the connection between leadership and organisational development.  A 
major limitation of studies of distributed leadership is that they have often struggled 
to articulate how the effect of emergent social leadership on organizational 
structures results in improved pupil outcomes (Lichtenstein et al, 2006). In contrast, 
studies of the effectiveness of individual principals have tended to compromise on 
the theoretical expansiveness of their constructions of the dynamic between leaders 
and school context in order to build correlational connections along logic models 
that link leaders͛ practices with pupil outcomes (Day and Sammons, 2013). 
Collectively, studies in this area have covered a wide range of potential interactions 
between leadership effects and school context, but they have tended to be relatively 
static accounts. However, the construct of organizational context has gradually 
developed from being treated as a single medium containing a relative constant mix 
of ǀaƌiaďles thƌough ǁhiĐh leadeƌs͛ iŶflueŶĐe passes to ďeiŶg ƌegaƌded as ŵoƌe 
complex, heterogeneous effect ͚paths͛ aloŶg ǁhiĐh a ƌaŶge of leadeƌship effeĐts 
travel. Individual leaders enact their leadership in very different ways depending on 
which paths they select and whether they operate reactively or proactively as their 
routes take them through various aspects of the school context (Leithwood, Patten 
& Jantzi, 2010). Combined with the interactional focus of the distributed perspective, 
these paths and routes, and the steps leaders took down them, were central to our 
case study design.  
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4. Methodology  
The evaluation was based on 30 contemporaneous longitudinal case studies of 
practitioners who had recently gained EYPS. The case studies ran over three years 
during which the extended research team tracked the effect of the ͚practice 
leadership͛ ;Authors, 2015) of 42 leaders with EYPS on the quality of provision and 
organizational contexts in their settings. The longitudinal nature of the cases made it 
possible to construct an ͚improvement trajectory͛, based on a series of 
measurements of the quality of a setting provision, that could be set alongside a 
narrative account of individual leadership effects. The use of multiple cases allowed 
for the analysis of a range of interactions between leaders and organizational 
contexts as they varied in terms of their size, the nature of the communities they 
served, and the initial quality of their provision.  
 
In this way, the case study design combined elements of both principal effectiveness 
research and studies of distributed leadership in an attempt to overcome the 
limitations associated with each strand in accounting for leadership effects. On the 
one hand, the case studies followed individual leaders as they selected and pursued 
certain improvement paths in order to determine the extent to which following such 
paths resulted in improvements in the 30 settings. On the other hand, the cases 
captured in real time how leaders developed and enacted their own leadership via 
studying the dynamics of their interactions with a key aspect of their organizational 
contexts: the existing informal and formal leadership networks (Beijaard, Meijer, & 
Verloop, 2004; Day, Elliot, & Kingston, 2005). As a theoretical reconciliation of two 
research strands, the case study design was based on treating individual leaders as 
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taking steps down a series of improvement paths, while recognising that the routes 
these paths took through organizational contexts was affected by the interactions 
between overlapping networks or formal and informal leaders.  
 
 4.1 Responding to the enactment conundrum: steps, paths and routes  
The enactment conundrum was tackled by treating the practice leaders as bringing 
about change by taking a number of steps down a series of paths to improvement, 
an idea adapted from principal effectiveness research. A summative quantitative 
aŶalǇsis of the iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt tƌajeĐtoƌies of the ƋualitǇ of eaĐh settiŶg͛s pƌoǀisioŶ 
provided the foundational level of evidence on which leaders͛ narrative accounts of 
their steps and paths were based. The cross-case analysis focused on the 
combinations of different improvement paths leaders adopted, rather than their 
enactment of similar leadership practices, as a means of understanding the role 
played by contextual factors. The dynamic between leaders and organisational 
context was discussed in relation to the routes taken by individual paths though the 
setting.  
 
The description of an improvement path was based on reconstructing the key steps 
leaders had taken along it.  Illustrated in Figure 2, a step was defined as a narrative 
account of the conceptual links between past, present and future interactions 
created by a specific event in a particular context, and the situational consequences 
it gives rise to (Lawler, 2002).  In this way, a narrative step describes an aspect of the 
local causality at play in a setting without minimising the complexity and reflexivity 
involved in the practice leader͛s atteŵpts to effeĐt ĐhaŶge: 
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͚Leadership eǀeŶts operate ǁith a degree of ĐoŶtingency and contextual 
specificity concerning their situational consequences. The notion of causality 
operating within a step goes beyond sheer assoĐiatioŶ […] aŶd deals ǁell ǁith 
the complex network of events and processes in a situation.͛  (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994, p. 147) 
 
Figure 2. A Narrative Step 
 
Insert figure 2 
[Source removed for peer-review.] 
DesĐƌiďiŶg the dǇŶaŵiĐ ďetǁeeŶ a leadeƌ͛s appƌoaĐh aŶd the ĐoŶteǆt of theiƌ settiŶg 
required re-tracing the routes the paths took.  The routes in these cases described 
the interactions between the practice leader and the leadership structures and 
networks in the setting. The analysis of these routes was based around considering 
to what extent, and when, a change in direction was driven by an individual leader; 
emerged from informal leadership networks; or originated from within the formal 
leadership structures. (It may have involved any combination of these potential 
sources.)  The cases also considered the effect the improvement paths had on those 
it connected along its route, and how this affected the route of subsequent paths.  
 
4.2 ‘esearĐhiŶg a ͚step͛: the liŶks ďetǁeeŶ eǀeŶts, ĐoŶteǆts aŶd situatioŶal outĐoŵes 
 
The data collection surrounding each step, and the resulting path, attempted to 
capture at a given point in time a practice leader͛s ͚theoƌǇ of ĐhaŶge͛ ;CoŶŶell & 
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Klem, 2000) in respective of improving the quality of provision in a setting and their 
actions during a specific  ͚iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt eǀeŶt͛; the dynamic between this event and 
the context; and how this dynamic was linked to a range of situational consequences.  
 
Improvement events 
What constituted an improvement event was left theoretically loose in that leaders 
were simply asked at each visit to describe what areas of improvement they were 
working on or had been working on since the previous visit. Where possible, these 
accounts were based on journals maintained by the practice leaders, supplemented 
by planning materials, meeting notes and policy documents.  
 
Organizational context 
According to Tilly (2008), theoretical secularism, combined with a normative focus 
on how organisations remain relatively stable social entities, has limited researchers͛ 
accounts of the dynamics of organisational development. Tilly (2008) argues that 
accounting for the dynamics of change within organizational contexts requires the 
utilization of three overlapping perspectives: transactional/normative, 
systemic/regulative, and dispositional/socio-cognitive. Understanding how a 
settiŶg͛s ĐoŶteǆt iŶflueŶĐed the ƌoute takeŶ ďǇ a leadeƌ oŶ a paƌtiĐulaƌ iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt 
path, required a case design that incorporated all three of TillǇ͛s perspectives:  
 
 Transactional/normative accounts ĐoŶstƌuĐt leadeƌs͛ interaction with a context 
as an emergent property of repeated and sustained interactions between 
individuals.  The normative aspect emphasizes that the patterning of such 
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interactions arises not simply from instrumental or systemic pressures, but from 
more symbolic interactions that shape values and norms and delineate roles, 
including those relating to leadership.  
 
 Systemic/regulative perspectives view the dynamic between leaders and 
organizational structures through the lens of the power and influence individuals 
derive from their relative positions within coherent, self-sustaining entities, such 
as formal leadership structures. The regulative aspect of this is the codification of 
these differences in power and position into rules, regulations, sanctions and 
rewards. Influence in these processes is based on how status and authority 
provide leaders with the ability to direct rewards, impose sanctions, and 
formalise new approaches into plans and strategies.  
 
 Dispositional/socio-cognitive accounts describe the dynamic between leaders 
and their social contexts on the basis of the relative orientations of individuals in 
a leadership relationship and the dispositions that affect the grounds on which 
influence is exerted and justified. The socio-cognitive nature of these accounts 
emphasises the iŵpoƌtaŶt ƌole plaǇed ďǇ pƌaĐtitioŶeƌs͛ developing 
understanding and knowledge of a situation, how it might be improved and how 
such improvement should be brought about. Dispositions are not purely 
cognitive orientations, they can also ƌelate to diffeƌeŶĐes iŶ iŶdiǀiduals͛ aďilitǇ to 
manipulate everything from emotions to levels of trust. 
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In combination, the three perspectives were used to capture why a leader selected a 
particular improvement path, account for leaders͛ relative progression along 
different paths and how these paths͛ ƌoutes were shaped by leaders͛ interactions 
with the informal and formal leadership networks in their settings.  
 
Data collection on the transactional and dispositional dynamics between leaders and 
their settings was based around repeated measures of their position in the informal 
leadership networks in their settings. To map the changing position, and nature of 
leaders͛ interactions, in these informal leadership networks, three separate social 
network analysis (SNA) surveys were carried out in each setting (Borgatti, Everett, & 
Johnson, 2013). The analysis of the resulting sociograms focused on shifts in practice 
leadeƌs͛ position, and their levels of connectedness, in the overlapping support and 
leadership networks developed in settings (Penuel, Sussex, Korbak & Hoadley, 2006; 
Hoppe & Reinelt, 2010; McLinden, 2013).  
 
The SNA surveys were designed to explore a range of support and leadership 
relationships of varying depth and specificity between practitioners in the settings. 
Six questions were repeated in each survey: 
 
1. Who are you most likely to talk to in the setting about your work with 
children?  
2. Who in the setting are you most likely to go for reassurance and support 
about work related issues?  
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3. Which people in the setting do you go to for help with routine work-related 
issues?  
4. Which people in the setting do you go to for new ideas about improving 
practice in the setting?   
5. Whose advice or support has substantively changed how you develop 
ĐhildƌeŶ͛s soĐial aŶd eŵotioŶal ǁellďeiŶg iŶ the last ϭϮ ŵoŶths?  
6. Whose advice or support has substantively changed how you develop 
ĐhildƌeŶ͛s leaƌŶiŶg iŶ the last ϭϮ ŵoŶths?  
The SNA tracked shifts in the position and connectedness of leaders and were 
supplemented with interview data in order to capture changes to the social 
construction of individual leaders and the development of collective leadership over 
time. Figure 3 is an example sociogram resulting from the final SNA question about 
ĐhildƌeŶ͛s leaƌŶiŶg at the end of the case study. The lead practitioner with EYPS 
(identified as LP/EYP) is still relatively central but since the start of the case her 
centrality and connectivity, and that of her fellow lead practitioner (LP), had reduced 
as the two room leaders (RL) whom she had supported had taken on increased 
leadership responsibilities. The sociogram supported the practice leader͛s accounts 
of her attempts to build a more distributed and collective sense of leadership. 
 
Figure 3. Example sociogram (Setting LS49) 
 
Insert figure 3 
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[Source removed for peer-review.] 
 
Data collection on systemic and transactional dynamics began with the creation of a 
series of organograms that charted how formal leadership structures in settings 
evolved during the case studies. The organograms for each case were analysed 
alongside the sociograms developed in response to Question 4 of the SNA survey in 
order to explore overlaps and interactions between formal and informal leadership 
structures.  
 
The study of the dispositional dynamics between leaders and others in each setting 
began with the recognition that the majority of these leaders were new to their role, 
their settings or both, and that most occupied a formal position between senior 
leaders and practitioners in their settings. Thus, they occupied in their settings a 
space similar to teacher leaders in schools (Muijs & Harris, 2003; York-Barr & Duke, 
2004; Wenner & Campbell, 2017). Teacher leadership research has focused on the 
socio-cultural conditions in schools that support, or suppress, individual teacher 
leaders and the development of collective leadership (York-Barr & Duke, 2004). T 
this became a focus of the case studies. Research on teacher leadership was drawn 
on to create the analytical framework, illustrated in Table 1, used to interrogate a 
range of case study data. 
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Table 1. A framework for exploring the dispositional development of practice leaders  
Insert table 1 
[Source removed for peer-review.] 
Situational Consequences 
Two sets of interdependent situational consequences were seen as key, as each 
would impact on subsequent steps along a given improvement path and, by affecting 
the existing leadership structures, the routes they would follow. These were the 
impact of leader͛s improvement events on the development of collective leadership 
in settings, and changes to the setting͛s quality of provision.  
 
Assessments of changes in a settiŶg͛s collective capacity for leadership were based 
on the pattern of interactions in leadership networks as revealed by SNA. Overall 
leadership capacity was seen as growing when more staff members were prepared 
to support others to improve their practice and the overlap between formal and 
informal leadership structures increased.  
 
A set of research-based quality criteria were used to track changes in settings and to 
make relative judgements between cases concerning rates of improvement. The 
criteria brought together schedules developed in the REPEY (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 
2002) and Effective Early Learning (Pascal & Bertram, 2007) research projects. 
Researchers used scales and tools adapted from these two projects on at least three 
separate visits during each case study in order to capture an overall improvement 
trajectory for each of the 30 settings.  
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The analytical framework, that underpinned the design of the tools (illustrated in 
Figure 4), drew on the REPEY study (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2002), and differentiated 
between three broad types of improvement paths.  
 
Figure 4. A framework for the analysis of leaders͛ chosen improvement paths  
Insert figure 4 
 
[Source removed for peer-review.] 
 
Improvements in structural quality would indicate leaders were following a path 
that focused on improving key structural elements in a setting, such as facilities, 
working conditions and human resources. Improvements in either of the two sets of 
process quality criteria would indicate how leaders were attempting to improve 
diffeƌeŶt aspeĐts of a settiŶg͛s pƌoǀisioŶ. Impacts on the quality of pedagogical 
framing would indicate that leaders had been working on the learning environment 
and the ͚behind-the-sĐeŶes͛ aspeĐts of plaŶŶiŶg aŶd routines.  Improvements to 
pedagogical interactions would indicate that leaders had focused on improving the 
quality of child and staff interactions.  
 
The framework limited the number of paths across all cases whose effects were 
measured against an objective set of criteria. The study of a limited number of paths 
allowed for an analysis of the relative contribution each made to a Đase͛s overall 
improvement trajectory. Disaggregating the effects of these different paths 
supported the analysis of how leaders͛ interpretations of their setting affected their 
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choice of improvement paths and affected the routes they took.  The contingent 
causal analysis (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) of the effects of these different 
improvement paths and routes, in respect of overall rates of improvement, provided 
a number of general insights into why various paths and routes were more or less 
effective across contexts.  
 
5.  Analysis and Findings 
The summative analysis of the case studies was tiered in order to create the range of 
insights required for the intended audiences of the research. The first tier of analysis 
was based on the summative cross-case analysis of the improvement trajectories of 
the 30 case studies. This measured how far settings had progressed along 
combinations of various improvement paths. On the basis of these trajectories 
settings were allocated to one of four categories, as shown in Figure 5. The 
improvement axis indicates the extent to which settings (identified by a randomly 
alloĐated ͚L“͛ ĐodeͿ iŵpƌoǀed agaiŶst theiƌ ďaseliŶe ŵeasuƌe of ƋualitǇ. The zeƌo liŶe 
indicates no overall improvement and a positive score indicates improvement from 
the baseline. The baseline quality score axis indicates the original assessment of the 
quality of the setting: the higher the score, the higher the initial quality of the setting. 
The crosshairs were created where the horizontal line that represents the mean 
baseline quality score crosses the vertical zero improvement line, which indicates no 
overall improvement in quality over the length of the study. Comparing these scores 
ǁith the settiŶgs͛ fiŶal ƋualitǇ sĐoƌes pƌoduĐed fouƌ iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt Đategoƌies iŶto 
which each setting was placed, which are mapped in the quadrant diagram in Figure 
5.  
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Figure 5. Case studǇ settiŶgs͛ improvement categories 
 
Insert figure 5 
 
[Source removed for peer-review.] 
 
EYPS had been developed to improve the leadership in a sector whose rapid 
expansion had led to concerns over the quality of provision. Mapping the overall 
improvement trajectories of the 30 case studies indicated three trends that 
evidenced the pƌogƌaŵŵe͛s effectiveness in respect of its initial policy aspirations. 
Firstly, the most rapid rates of improvement in category 1 were associated with 
initially low quality settings where leaders had focused on pedagogical framing paths 
(see Figure 4). Secondly, in category 1 the settings that showed the largest overall 
gains in quality were those whose improvement paths included both framing and 
interactional aspects of pedagogy.  Finally, the group of initially low quality settings 
in category 2 that failed to improve were those in which leaders were more likely to 
report difficulties in progressing along structural improvement paths due to issues 
such as high staff turnover or being insufficiently senior to influence decisions on 
funding or working conditions. The failure of category 2 settings to improve 
indicated how certain paths were interconnected in settings, particularly if they 
followed similar routes. 
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The second tier of analysis was concerned with the route taken by paths within a 
setting. The cross-case analysis indicated the extent to which leaders͛ judgements 
about which paths to pursue were influenced by different contextual dynamics, and 
their ability to influence them. For example, paths based on improving framing 
pedagogies, changing routines and improving the learning environment, were 
regarded as being relatively open to being influenced by individual leaders within 
formal leadership structures. Contrastingly, paths based on improving pedagogical 
interactions were regarded as less amenable to influence from iŶdiǀiduals͛ actions of 
and therefore required more collective and dispersed forms of leadership. Effective 
leaders recognised how interactions between staff and children were not only  
 set within historical organizational relationships, but also nested in some cases 
within local community norms around appropriate adult-child interaction. To 
address this required significant shifts in the dispositional and interactional dynamics 
of a setting. Consequently, leaders tended to see progressing along these paths as 
requiring greater collective engagement in informal leadership networks in order to 
ensure that new patterns of interactions introduced into settings were sustained in 
practice.   
 
The final tier of analysis comprised final case reports with detailed accounts of the 
nature of local causalities in play in the 30 settings. The individual cases described 
how leaders͛ progression along different routes was shaped by the interaction of a 
range of transactional, systemic and dispositional influences (Tilly, 2008). In 
combination, these contextual dynamics affected the status and position of leaders 
and the growth of collective leadership. For example, one setting in which a leader 
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was unable to position themselves centrally within informal support and leadership 
networks faced difficulties in creating positiǀe, oƌ ƌefutiŶg Ŷegatiǀe, ͚ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ 
Ŷaƌƌatiǀes͛ ;MĐGilliǀƌaǇ, ϮϬϭϭͿ aďout iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt effoƌts, ďoth histoƌiĐal aŶd 
contemporary, and failed to develop greater collective leadership. 
 
6. Conclusions 
As a process intervention, case study can be both a costly and high-risk evaluative 
methodology (Mjoset, 2009).  There was, for example, no guarantee that any of the 
Đases seleĐted iŶ the EYP“ eǀaluatioŶ ǁould ĐoŶtaiŶ aŶ ͚effeĐtiǀe͛ leadeƌ, iŶ the 
sense that the quality of their setting͛s provision would improve over time. 
Longitudinal case studies are justifiable, and necessary, when there is a lack of 
understanding and inadequate theorisation of the phenomenon under study. This 
research argued that this was the case in the area of early years leadership effects, 
particularly in respect of understanding the dynamics between leaders and their 
contexts. A failure to adequately theorise the role played by context was at the heart 
of Leithwood and Levin (2005, p. 4) critique of the then existing evaluations of school 
leadership development programmes in the UK and we would argue still has 
resonance in many areas of leadership research: 
 
͚We Ŷoǁ haǀe ĐoŶsideraďle eǀideŶĐe aďout ǁhat are the most potentially 
powerful [context] variables mediating school leader effects but we know much 
less about how leaders influence these mediators [context variables] […] lack of 
attention to [moderating: enhancing or reducing] variables seems likely to be a 
major source of conflicting findings in the leadership research literature. 
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Furthermore, when studies do attend to moderators [context variables], their 
choice has often been difficult to justify and largely atheoretical. 
 
We have argued that adopting a case study approach to evaluating leadership 
development programmes is not a substitute for inadequate theorisation. Prolonged 
engagement within a case study provides researchers with opportunities to capture 
the dynamics between leaders and their organisational contexts. However, unless 
sufficiently inclusive and expansive theoretical notions of leadership and its 
relationship to organisational context are developed, many of these are likely to be 
missed opportunities.  
 
Highlighting the notion of context in leadership research brings to the foƌe the ͚loĐal͛ 
nature of causality in which leaders operate and how this is nested within the 
multiple contexts in which leadership is enacted. Any evaluation of leadership effects 
will have to come to its own resolution of the enactment conundrum.  The 
theoretical response described in this paper was to trace leaders͛ steps, paths and 
routes and to provide progressively more detailed descriptions of the relationships 
ďetǁeeŶ leadeƌs͛ pƌaĐtiĐes, their interactions in their contexts, and changes in 
settiŶgs͛ ƋualitǇ of pƌoǀisioŶ. Each tier of analysis operated with a causal logic that 
became incrementally less general and less linear and increasingly more local and 
more complex.  
 
If case study is to be given a central role in future programmes of research into 
leadership effects, it will need to be easier to make comparisons between case 
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studies across research projects. Deriving bounded generalisations by comparing 
cases requires studies to be selected on the basis that they belong to theoretically 
distinct (or similar) categories of cases.  In the EYPS evaluation, case selection was 
not sufficiently theoretically driven in respect of either the nature of the leadership it 
contained or how each settiŶgs͛ contexts interacted with that leadership. This 
limited the generalisations that could be made about leadership effects. The EYPS 
evaluation is as open to the criticism of being overly reliant on methodological 
individualism as many earlier studies of ͚heƌoiĐ͛ leadeƌship, ;GuŶteƌ, ϮϬϬϱ; HuŶteƌ, 
Bedell-Avers, & Mumford, 2007; Yukl, 2009).   
 
Making analytical comparisons across multiple case studies will require a sustained 
programme of research into leaders and their effects. The programme will not only 
need to capture the anatomy and hybridity of different leadership structures and so 
ascertain ǁhetheƌ ͚leadership configurations are potentially infinite in number or 
whether they cluster and consolidate around a smallish set of sub-types͛ (Gronn, 
2009, p. 390). It will also need to determine if the interactions of these 
configurations with their contexts can also be categorised. However, there are 
significant theoretical and methodological challenges involved in developing the use 
of case study in this way. Commitment to overcoming these challenges will depend 
on the importance given to understanding the relative importance of individual and 
collective forms of leadership and their different dynamics within organizational 
contexts.  
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7. Lessons learned 
The evaluation of leadership development programmes needs to keep pace with 
changes in both formal and substantive theories of leadership. The development of 
more collective theories of leadership has placed greater focus on the dynamic 
between leaders and the social context of organisations. When constructed as a 
process of social influence, leadership necessarily involves the study of the social 
context in which it is being enacted. 
 
The evaluation required the theoretical reconciliation of aspects of both collective 
and individual theories of leadership. This was based on using the idea of steps, 
paths and routes to steer the evaluation between reliance on either overly simplistic 
linear notions of causality, such as those found in mediated effects models, or the 
adoption of overly intricate non-linear notions of causality, found within complex 
systems theory (Rosen, 1991; Patton, 2011). Tracing how the steps taken by leaders 
down certain improvement paths affected their route through an organisation was 
an attempt to capture the complexity of local causality, while still attempting to link 
leadership practices to organisational outcomes such as changes in the quality of 
provision.  
 
The main compromise, or limitation, of the study was the decision to focus narrowly 
on certain aspects of leadership practices, by limiting the categories of paths that 
were studied, in order to explore how different contextual dynamics - systemic, 
transactional and dispositional (Tilly, 2008) - affected the route they took. The 
development of more expansive formal theoretical models of leadership will not 
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necessarily result in less holistic accounts of what leaders do, and the effects of their 
actions, but it will present evaluators with difficult choices as to how they unravel 
their own enactment conundrums.  
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